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Two months after the kidnapping of two European women in a remote area of northeastern Costa
Rica, authorities have yet to enter direct negotiations over the kidnappers' demands. The abduction
has heightened fears of mounting crime rates and has given the government cause to worry that
the vital tourist industry will be hurt by bad publicity. On Jan. 1, a group of nine masked men and
one woman entered the Laguna Lagarto Lodge in remote northeastern Costa Rica, 20 km from
the Nicaraguan border, and kidnapped the two European women. The kidnap victims are Nicola
Fleuchaus, a tourist from Germany, and tour guide Regula Susana Siegfried, a Swiss resident of
Costa Rica. The lodge is near the town of Pital de San Carlos in an area once used by the US-backed
contra forces during the civil war in Nicaragua in the 1980s.
Before fleeing toward the Nicaraguan border in a vehicle stolen from the lodge's proprietor, the
kidnappers asked that Eduardo Bolanos, a priest from Pital de San Carlos, serve as mediator
in negotiating their demands with the Costa Rican government. The vehicle was later found
abandoned next to the San Juan river, which marks the border. Costa Rican police and Nicaraguan
military personnel quickly closed off a large jungle area where the kidnappers were thought to
be hiding. In a letter found at the lodge, the kidnappers asked for a ransom of US$1 million in US
currency and US$5,000 in Costa Rican currency. In addition, the note contained social and political
demands: an 18% increase in the minimum wage; a reduction in the prices of basic food items; a
freeze on rates for basic public services; job guarantees for workers; and the release from prison of
several members of a group that held the justices of the Supreme Court captive for a week in 1993.
The note was signed, "Comando Viviana Gallarado."
Gallarado was arrested in 1981 on charges of terrorism and murder and was killed while in
custody. But the existence of any revolutionary or terrorist group named after her has until now
been unknown. The kidnappers told the guests at the lodge that they were working against the
government. "This thing is not against you," said one of the gang members. "We are struggling
against the government to force it to lower the price of food, electricity, and water." Authorities
dismissed the claim, implicit in the note, that the kidnappers have political motives. Minister of
Information Alejandro Soto said that "the only thing they want is money." Nevertheless, the gang
members' behavior seemed inconsistent with the official theory that they were common criminals.
The owner of the Laguna del Lagarto Lodge, a German citizen named Vinzenz Schmack, said he
doubted that they were common criminals because they did not rob the guests in the lodge nor take
US$4,000 in cash that was in the safe. They took only some food, two watches, insect repellent, and
Schmack's vehicle. During the first weeks after the kidnapping, the government received various
telephone and written messages, one of which threatened terrorist acts against electric power
transmission lines and bridges if the government did not agree to the demands. Another message
threatened to blow up the Arenal hydroelectric dam and threatened a US family living in Costa
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Rica, though without naming the family. However, authorities quickly rejected the authenticity of
these messages. Meanwhile, police arrested a man on Jan. 29 whom they consider to be the prime
suspect in the kidnapping. In the late 1970s, the suspect, Teodoro Amador Perez, was a member of
Eden Pastora's Nicaraguan guerrilla band and participated in the rebellion against the dictatorship
of Anastasio Somoza.
After the initial search of the area, the case was taken over by agents of the judicial investigation unit
(Organismo de Investigacion Judicial, OIJ) of the Supreme Court, assisted by German and US police
advisors. Early in the investigation, Soto ruled out the payment of any ransom. Reports of thefts of
food from farms near the lodge led police to assume that the gang was still in the area throughout
January. OIJ director Manuel Alvarado announced on Jan. 17 that the police net around the area
would be relaxed to permit Bolanos to cruise the San Carlos river in an attempt to make contact with
the kidnappers.
On Feb. 1, Bolanos plied the river without making contact, which the government blamed on the
presence of a television news team. Finally on Jan 22. the kidnappers sent a second note via a
priest in the town of Sarapiqui near the Nicaraguan border. The note repeated the original ransom
demands. Accompanying the note was a letter signed by Siegfried and later authenticated by
the victim's daughter, Manuela Siegfried. The letter said that both of the victims were being well
treated. On the following day, the government responded to the note, promising to respect the lives
of the kidnappers, and for the first time publicly answering the kidnappers' political and social
demands.
"In accordance with the Constitution, the government of the Republic will search for policies to
promote social justice and the rational and equitable use of national wealth," said the communique.
The response signaled a change in the official view that the kidnapping was a common crime
motivated solely by money. Without conceding the 18% raise in the minimum wage or any other
specific demand, the government's reply promised to respect all current labor agreements.
Additional ransom notes surfaced in February. A message from the kidnapers was faxed on Feb. 20
to the Swiss correspondent in Costa Rica for a Zurich newspaper. Sources said that other contacts
made by the kidnappers through an anonymous third party have not been made public. In addition
to repeating the original demands, the fax lists a number of new grievances including accusations of
police brutality during the public school teachers strike last year (see Chronicle, 07/03/95, 07/24/95).
The most recent communication from the kidnappers, received by a San Jose television station and
released by the government on Feb. 23, warned that the kidnappers would allow the two victims to
starve to death if the government does not pay the US#$1 million ransom by March 1.
Authorities made no comment on the authenticity of the message or on whether the ultimatum
repeated earlier demands that the government raise wages and respond to other social problems.
On the same day, the families of the two women attempted to initiate direct contact with the
kidnappers, repeating, with the backing of President Jose Maria Figueres, the government's promise
not to make any attempt on the kidnappers' lives.
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The kidnapping has stirred fears in the tourist industry that bad publicity will keep foreign tourists
away. Mario Socatelli, vice president of the National Tourism Chamber (Camara Nacional de
Turismo, CANATUR), said he was "extremely worried" about the effect the kidnapping might have
on the industry. Tourists from Germany make up 6% of the total number of foreign visitors annually.
Soto expressed concern that Neckerman, a tour operator who organizes German tours to Costa Rica,
would cancel future package tours to Costa Rica.
Tourism is now Costa Rica's biggest source of foreign currency. In 1995, the country attracted
over 700,000 visitors who spent US$506 million. More than 130,000 of the 1995 visitors were from
Europe and 40,000 of these were from Germany. A recent poll indicated that tourists are increasingly
concerned about personal security in Costa Rica. In addition to the kidnapping, late last year 15
German tourists were held up near San Jose and robbed of US$50,000. (Sources: Reuter, 01/04/96,
01/07/96, 01/16/96, 01/17/96; Notimex, 01/25/96; Inter Press Service, 01/03/96, 01/25/96; Deutsche
Press Agentur, 01/12/96, 01/30/96; La Nacion, 01/17/95, 01/31/96, 02/05/95, 02/12/96; Tico Times,
01/09/96, 01/16/96, 02/23/96; Agence France-Presse, 01/03/96, 01/04/96, 01/09/96, 01/12/96, 01/17/96,
01/22/96, 01/23/4/96, 01/24/96, 01/25/96, 02/12/96, 02/27/96)
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